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Foreword 
Michael Rosen – Children’s Laureate
It may seem an obvious thing to say, but one of the best things we can do with young children is to 
have interesting and enjoyable conversations with them. What this means is that as we go about 
our activities, whether at home or at nursery, playgroups, playgrounds, the childminding situation, 
or out and about, we should make a special effort to answer children’s questions, point out things 
that interest us, involve children in helping and planning what to do next – whether that’s putting 
out things to play, tidying up, where to visit or whatever. When reading a book with children, make 
a special effort to read slowly, with lots of fun and expression. Don’t worry about stopping if the 
children ask you questions. Encourage them to join in with the sounds and rhythms of the story. 
We should also think carefully about how we speak to children – do we spend too much of the day 
issuing commands: ‘do this’, ‘do that’? Do we ever say things that make children seem small by telling 
them that they’re slow or not good enough? We all need to think how we can keep being positive, 
encouraging them as they try to say things.
And we can find ways of showing them how the things they say can end up as writing, by writing 
what they say and displaying it. When we do this, this has to include everyone. No one can be  
missed out.
All this is crucial for how young children develop their powers of thinking and understanding. At the 
same time, it’s how they get to feel good about themselves. The two things are intertwined – feeling 
good about yourself, feeling confident enough to develop your thinking and understanding. 
I wholeheartedly support Every Child a Talker, and I ‘m sure it’ll help all of us working with young 
children to focus on what will help every single child develop.
Michael Rosen
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Introduction 
Welcome to Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners. These materials are 
designed to support you both in developing your own role as a lead practitioner and in developing 
high quality language provision in your setting.  
What is Every Child a Talker?
Every Child a Talker (ECAT) is designed to help you and your colleagues create a developmentally 
appropriate, supportive and stimulating environment in which children can enjoy experimenting 
with and learning language. It can be implemented whether children are in Early Years settings, with 
a childminder or at home with their parents. Through everyday, fun and interesting activities which 
reflect children’s interests, ECAT will encourage early language development right from the outset, 
extending children’s vocabulary and helping them build sentences so that before they start school, 
children are confident and skilled communicators.
Improving practice in Early Years settings is important, but providing lots of opportunities for 
language learning in the home is vital – it makes the biggest difference to how well a child goes on 
to achieve. So as well as practitioners talking expressively to children as a matter of routine in the 
setting, Early Years practitioners should be encouraging the same practice by parents at home. ECAT 
will offer parents – fathers as well as mothers – ideas about how to support their child’s early language 
development such as using activities and songs, suggestions of different books, regular visits to the 
library and story-sharing sessions which parents can join too. ECAT will help to give you and your 
colleagues the skills and confidence to support parents more effectively, making good links between 
play and learning in the setting and play and learning at home. As practitioners, you will be talking 
regularly with parents about how well their child’s language is developing and will be sharing their 
learning journey. 
As an Early Language lead practitioner, you will receive advice, training and support from your local 
Early Language consultant who has been appointed specifically to work with ECAT settings to make 
sure that they develop the very best early language provision so that every child really is a talker. 
Why is it so important to focus on language development?  
Language is important because it forms the foundations for interacting with other people – for 
communicating our needs, our thoughts and our experiences. From the moment of birth, babies are 
ready to communicate: they listen to and look at people and things in their environment, and respond 
to what they hear and see. Even the youngest babies need a stimulating environment in which those 
who care for them respond sensitively to the different meanings of their cries, coos and gestures.  
This early ability to communicate verbally and non-verbally is the basis on which language is 
developed. A child’s ability to develop language depends on being immersed in a rich environment  
of words, sounds, rhythm, and verbal and non-verbal expression from birth. 
However, we know that there are still many children starting school without the extended 
vocabulary and communication abilities which are so important for learning and for making friends. 
Disadvantaged children are especially prone to language delay, some having only a third of the 
vocabulary of other children. As children grow older, this early delay can lead to significant difficulties 
later on, particularly with reading and writing. ECAT is intended to help you give the right support 
to children from their earliest days so that if there are any difficulties they may be prevented from 
occurring in the first place, or picked up early so that children are given the help that they need.
4 The National Strategies | Early Years  
Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners
00854-2008DOM-EN © Crown copyright 2008
How will ECAT work?
Fifty-one local authorities (LAs) have been selected to participate in the first year of the three-year 
programme. Each of these LAs has selected 20 settings to participate in ECAT. You have been chosen 
or nominated to be the Early Language lead practitioner in one of those 20 settings which means that 
you and your colleagues will benefit from extra training and support to develop the very best early 
language provision. As part of the programme you will be offered specialist support from an Early 
Language consultant and have the opportunity to engage in a range of professional development 
opportunities. Funding provided through ECAT will mean that you have time to attend training, 
observe colleagues, discuss practice and visit other settings as well. The Early Language consultant 
will visit your setting regularly and will support you in developing best practice for children and also 
support you in your work with parents. There will be regular cluster meetings for all the ECAT settings 
in your LA which you are expected to attend. There will be an initial audit and assessment visit to 
get you started and later visits from the consultant will help you with observing and assessing the 
children’s language and planning the next steps.
It is important that you work closely with the Early Language consultant to monitor and evaluate the 
difference ECAT is making to children’s language learning.  
What does involvement in ECAT mean for me and my setting?
Involvement in ECAT provides an opportunity for you to become involved in a national programme 
which focuses on a national priority: strengthening children’s early language development. As the 
Early Language lead practitioner, you will have opportunities to improve your knowledge, skills and 
expertise in this important area through:
regular support from the Early Language consultant;•	
regular cluster meetings with the consultant and colleagues from other ECAT settings where there •	
will be an opportunity to discuss different ways of working and share solutions to practical issues;
attendance at local training and National Strategies events where appropriate;•	
careful observation and monitoring of children’s language development.•	
As part of your role, you will:
audit and analyse the current early language provision in your setting and plan for improvements;•	
develop the quality of early language provision in your setting;•	
provide support to colleagues in developing their practice in supporting children’s early  •	
language development;
carefully monitor the impact of ECAT on the quality of your provision and children’s progress;•	
support a linked setting to develop their language provision and practice;•	
share your learning and development with colleagues in your own and other settings.•	
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Introduction to the materials
These materials are closely linked to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). You will see that many 
of them reflect the four themes: A Unique Child; Positive Relationships; Enabling Environments; and 
Learning and Development. The principles of the EYFS are at the heart of ECAT.
The materials will be developed and distributed to you in instalments throughout the first year of 
ECAT. This first instalment includes the following sections.
Audit tools for evaluating your current language provision and identifying priorities  •	
for improvement.
Features of communication-friendly settings: what does one look and sound like?•	
Top tips for effective communication: how best to communicate with children.•	
Guidance on supporting children learning English as an Additional Language.•	
Making the most of everyday activities to promote language development.•	
Effective practice in securing parental engagement.•	
The next instalment will include:
A set of activities designed to support the development of early language.•	
Examples of how to get the best language out of familiar, well-loved stories.•	
Sample sessions for parents and children to enjoy together.•	
Case studies describing successful practice.•	
Getting started: the audit tools
The first step on your journey is to undertake an audit of the current language provision in your 
setting so that you can decide on your starting point and what needs to be improved first. The ECAT 
materials include two audit tools and you are free to decide which one to use according to your local 
circumstances. The first one is a reflective process of self-evaluation based on the EYFS which takes 
you on a journey; the second is in the form of a grid which provides links to the EYFS practice cards 
and to the Speech, Language and Communication Framework (SLCF). Your Early Language consultant 
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will help you to make the right decision and to guide you through this process. If you are also involved 
in the Communication, Language and Literacy Development (CLLD) programme, you may already 
have completed an audit for that. If so, then you may continue to use it as your starting point for ECAT. 
The SLCF supports the recognition and development of the appropriate skills and knowledge 
to effectively support children’s speech, language and communication development. The SLCF 
contributes to the Children’s Workforce Strategy and relates to the Integrated Qualifications 
Framework (IQF); it ranges from Level 2 through to Level 8 and links to the relevant National 
Occupational Standards for Early Years Professionals. Details of the SLCF can be found at  
www.communicationhelppoint.org.uk
Your setting’s journey to Every Child a Talker
What is an audit?
An audit is a way of looking at and improving what goes on in your Early Years setting. It involves 
looking closely at where you would like to be and what are the ideals and goals for your setting. It 
then involves you evaluating what is happening right now and what you would like to change. An 
audit is a positive process that helps you to identify areas where you need help or guidance so that 
your setting can support children and staff in the best ways possible. There are different types of audit 
and this model is based on the idea of going on a journey. 
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This diagram explains the audit process in more detail:
The audit process can be seen as a kind of journey. In this case the final destination is a setting where 
every child is an effective communicator, where ‘every child is a talker’. Before starting on a journey, 
it’s important to make proper preparations – to evaluate where you are now and to decide what you 
want to take with you and what you want to leave behind. It’s also important to identify the road-
blocks that you may encounter along your journey so that you can think about how to overcome 
these potential barriers to improvement. This evaluation process will help you to plan a route 
towards your destination. Every setting will have different needs and priorities and every setting’s 
journey will be different. Then comes the ongoing process of monitoring the progress of your journey, 
and the familiar question ‘Are we nearly there yet?’.
Note: For the purposes of this document we will describe the ‘destination’ as ‘Every Child a Talker’. There are 
of course, many other legitimate ways of communicating other than talking, such as the use of gestures, 
sign language or augmentative and alternative communication. 
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1. Destination: Every Child a Talker
Before you set off on a journey, it is important to know where you are going. What would a setting 
look like where every child is a talker? 
Spend some time reading through the following sections of this guidance:
Top tips for talking•	
Features of a communication-friendly setting•	
Effective practice in securing parental engagement•	
Guidance on supporting children with learning English as an Additional Language•	
Speech, language and communication have been identified as an important area for Early Years 
settings and there is already a large amount of guidance and information available. The advice and 
ideas outlined in these resources can together give us a picture of what a rich language environment 
might look like. 
Some ways to get to know your destination
The following activities are intended to help staff to imagine what a setting where every child is a 
talker might look like. Take some time to read, talk, draw, write, think and observe. You may like to 
involve parents or other key people in these activities. 
Imagine
Spend some time as a staff group sharing ideas about what a setting where every child is a talker 
would look like. This is your chance to be creative and ‘think big’! If possible, make use of the advice 
given in the resources section. Set up a ‘graffiti wall’ (a large piece of paper on a wall or table) and 
encourage everyone to write or draw ideas as they think and talk. What activities would be set up? 
What would the children be doing? What would the staff be doing? What kinds of policies and 
paperwork would there be available?
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Draw an outline of a person (you can draw round a willing staff member or a child if you like). Think 
about what knowledge and skills practitioners would have in a setting where every child is a talker. 
Write the attributes around your outline to build the ‘perfect staff member’.
Knowledge about how language develops
Concern and care for children
Plenty of useful resources
Here are some ideas to get you thinking:
Inspire
Arrange a visit to an Early Years setting that you or your Early Language consultant knows is a model 
of good practice. It doesn’t have to be close by, why not go further afield and make it a day out? 
Try to look past the differences between your setting and theirs (for example, if they have specialist 
resources or a well-designed outdoor space), use the visit to inspire and enthuse about what is 
possible for your staff and setting.
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2. Preparing for the journey: Evaluation
The following evaluation tool is intended to allow all staff members to reflect on aspects of your Early 
Years setting and their own role within it. It is not an exhaustive audit of every aspect of your setting 
and definitely not an inspection. It is an improvement tool designed to help you to identify your 
setting’s strengths and needs and so begin to make the journey towards the kind of destination that 
you have been imagining.
Your Early Language consultant can help to guide you through the activities. Try to involve as many 
staff members as possible so that all staff are included in the changes and developments that will 
happen as a result.
The evaluation is divided into four sections, relating to the four key themes of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage (EYFS). The EYFS underpins everything that goes on within an Early Years setting 
and each of the key themes of the EYFS can support children’s speech, language and communication 
in a different way.
This diagram illustrates the EYFS at work within a setting. The children in your setting are at the centre 
of all your work (A Unique Child). The children are surrounded by Positive Relationships (with 
parents, staff and other key people) and Enabling Environments (both physical and emotional). 







The evaluation is structured as follows.
A core evaluation activity•	  relating to the EYFS theme and principle. 
These activities should take no more than 45 minutes and are designed to be tools for individual and  
group reflection. 
A list of existing nationally available tools and further reading•	 .
These can be used to supplement and enhance your evaluations and may give examples of more structured, 
systematic and quantitative evaluation tools (your Early Language Consultant will be aware of locally 
available resources that may also be relevant). This includes further reading for those that are interested and 
links to other relevant national guidance.
A summary of the outcomes•	  that you should record. 
These will be used later when identifying your priorities and making plans.
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A Unique Child
Evaluating how your setting supports the unique speech, language and communication skills of every child.




Resources: pen, paper, list of children
Think about all of the children in your Early Years setting and the ways in which they express 
themselves or communicate. Every child is different, although children can share similarities. Some of 
the ‘types’ of communicators you may have in your setting are listed below (you may be able to think 
of more or different categories).
Early communicator:•	  a child whose communication needs to be interpreted by adults, e.g. a baby 
who is crying because she is hungry.
Attentive communicator:•	  a child who is using some gestures and some words to communicate,  
e.g. pointing and saying ‘mummy gone’.
Developing communicator:•	  a child who can communicate but finds it difficult to make sentences or 
pronounce some sounds in words.
Questioning communicator:•	  a child who uses simple sentences to communicate and asks questions 
to find out more.
Skilled communicator:•	  a child who communicates in the way that you would expect for his/her age 
(using words, using sentences, telling stories).
English as an Additional Language learner:•	  a child who can communicate effectively in their own 
language but has not yet learnt English.
Reluctant communicator:•	  a child who needs lots of encouragement to communicate or who is ‘shy’, 
but is otherwise a competent communicator.
Try to place each of the children in your setting under one of these headings. Which children do you 
think you are supporting well in their speech and language development? Which children are making 
good progress? Underline their names in red. 
Which children need more support than is currently provided? Underline their names in blue. 
Outcomes
A record of the number of children who are red (well supported) and blue (need further support).•	
An improved awareness of which ‘types’ of children need more support than is currently •	
provided in your setting. 
Additional resources 
For more information about the individual communication skills of each child, access staff •	
observations or reports written by other professionals (e.g. speech and language therapists, 
educational or clinical psychologists, portage workers).
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The ages and stages section of the •	 EYFS may help you to place children’s developmental level. 
You will also be able to match these descriptors to the tool for monitoring children’s progress with 
the help of your Early Language consultant.
www.earlysupport.org.uk•	  provides information about support for disabled children.
Section 1:21 of the Inclusion Development Programme  •	
www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/primary/features/inclusion/sen/idp provides opportunities to reflect 
on your practice in supporting individual children.
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Positive Relationships
Evaluating the frequency of interactions between staff and children that support the children’s speech, 
language and communication.
EYFS Principle: Children learn to be strong and independent from a base of loving and secure relationships 
with parents and/or a key person.
Core activity
Time: 45 minutes
Resources: pen and paper
For this evaluation activity each staff member must first work alone. 
Think about times when you have had good experiences involving children and talking. Write down 
three of your best memories. Give a name to each memory and write a short sentence to describe it. 
For example: discovering a snail in the garden – three children found a snail and we all crowded round 
talking about it, how it looked and felt. 
After you have written your three top memories, go back over them and write another sentence about 
why they were good talking experiences.
For example: It was good because I took time to talk about what the children were interested in, we weren’t 
in a rush and all three children were able to join in.
Collect all these sentences together as a staff group and underline words that stand out or themes 
that are common. 
For example: It was good because I took time to talk about what the children were interested in, we weren’t 
in a rush and all three children were able to join in.
These are the existing skills of the staff and should be celebrated. Now ask each person to think about 
these positive interactions. How often does each person estimate that they engage with children in 
positive interactions such as these? Ask each staff member to think carefully and to write down one of 
the following options: A, B, C, D or E on a piece of paper. 
More than 3 times a dayA. 
1–3 times a dayB. 
Once a dayC. 
Once a weekD. 
Less than once a weekE. 
Collect in the slips of paper and collate the results.
Outcome
An estimated frequency for the whole staff team of how often positive interactions occur.•	
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Additional resources
Staff can further reflect on their own skills through use of the Speech, Language and •	
Communication Framework (SLCF) which can be found at www.communicationhelppoint.org.uk
Video can be a useful reflective tool when thinking about adult–child interaction. Ask your  •	
Early Language consultant if they would be willing to organise a video-led self-reflection session 
for staff.
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Enabling Environments
Evaluating how the environment that your setting creates supports the speech, language and 
communication development of the children.




Resources: large piece of paper; black, red and blue pens 
Make a drawing of the layout of your setting, including inside and outside space.








The environment in which children play and learn can increase the opportunities for communication, 
using and understanding language. Other aspects of the environment can discourage talking, for 
example if a CD is playing music loudly.
Think about places in the setting where good talking takes place (this may be places where children 
initiate talk or where lots of talking takes place by children). Take a red pen and mark with a cross 
where the talking ‘hot-spots’ are: places where adults and children engage in conversation or where 
children talk to each other. Add one cross if talking takes place there sometimes, and more crosses if it 
takes place there a lot.
Take a blue pen and mark with a circle the places where you think talking could take place but does 
not at the moment. 
Outcomes
A record of the number of red ‘areas where talking occurs’ and blue ‘areas for improvement’ •	
markings. 
A list of the places where talking could be taking place but does not at present.•	
Additional resources
The Communication Friendly Spaces toolkit: Improving speaking and listening skills in the Early Years •	
Foundation Stage contains an audit workbook that could help you to plan and further improve 
your setting environment.
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Community Playthings provide guidance and information about room layout, furniture and •	
design of the Early Years environment (www.communityplaythings.com).
EYFS section 3 ‘Enabling Environments’ provides information, opportunities for reflective practice •	
and further reading.
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Learning and Development
Evaluating how the activities and set-up of your Early Years setting support the speech, language and 
communication of children throughout the day.
EYFS Principle: Children develop and learn in different ways and at different rates and all areas of learning 
and development are equally important and interconnected. 
Core activity
Time: 30 minutes
Resources: large piece of paper; black, blue and red pens
Draw a time line, listing everything that happens during your setting’s day. Here is an example:
     Staff arrive        Setting up           Parents bring children      Free play      Circle time
         
➞
              
➞
           
➞
           
➞
           
➞
           8:00       8:45 – 9:00     9:00 – 9:30     9:30 – 10:00
Talking does not happen all of the time. During certain activities, children need to listen to instructions 
or be directed (e.g. when a situation could be dangerous, like crossing a road). However, there are 
many opportunities for talking throughout the day. Does your setting make the most of every 
opportunity for talking?
Think about times of the day when good talking (both adult–child and child–child) takes place. Mark 
these ‘talking hotspots’ with a red pen. With a blue pen, mark the times when ‘child talking’ could take 
place but doesn’t at the moment. 
Outcomes
A record of the number of marks in red (times when good talking occurs) and blue (times •	
when talking is not taking place).
A list of times of day when talking could take place but does not at present.•	
Additional resources
EYFS guidance provides ideas, background information and further reading to support planning •	
and reflecting on learning and development.
You will find lots of useful suggestions to develop children’s language in the ‘Making the most of •	
everyday activities’ section of this resource.
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3. Barriers
Progress so far
Through imagining and being inspired by yourselves and others, you should now have developed 
a clear picture of what a setting where every child is a talker might look like. You should also have 
identified a number of ways in which your setting is already positively supporting children’s speech, 
language and communication development, demonstrating that you have already started your 
journey towards a setting where every child is a talker.
You should have discussed and recorded the following.
Children who you are supporting well (•	 A Unique Child).
Experiences of good quality interactions between adults and children (•	 Positive Relationships).
A list of areas of the Early Years setting where talking is encouraged (•	 Enabling Environments).
A list of times of the day or activities during which speech, language and communication are •	
currently being developed (Learning and Development).
Road-blocks
What are the things that are preventing your setting from reaching your destination? Why don’t the 
positive things that are happening in your setting happen all of the time? This activity will help you to 




Resources: pens, sticky notes, larger pieces of paper
Look carefully at the positives and the areas for development that you have identified. 
Ask each staff member to take a pile of sticky notes and write one potential barrier to change on each 
note. For example: I don’t know how; We don’t have enough resources; I don’t have time. Try to be as 
specific and detailed as possible.
Group the sticky notes under the following headings:
Knowledge and skills•	
Resources•	
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Organisation and planning•	
Policies, systems and paperwork•	
Motivation and ability to prioritise this project.•	
Outcome
A comprehensive list of difficulties and stumbling blocks for your staff and setting.•	
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4. Priorities and plans
As with all journeys, it is unlikely that your setting will reach the destination of Every Child a Talker 
straight away. This section will help you to plan the route towards your destination, where you are 
going next and to identify the priorities. As with the other activities, it’s important to include as many 
people as possible in these discussions. 
Using the evaluation tools, you have thought carefully about your setting and have recorded some 
outcomes that may suggest areas for improvement:
A list of children who you are not supporting well (•	 A Unique Child).
An awareness of how frequently (or infrequently) positive adult–child interactions are occurring •	
(Positive Relationships).
A list of areas in the Early Years setting where communication could be encouraged further •	
(Enabling Environments).
A list of times of the day or activities during which speech, language and communication could be •	
further developed (Learning and Development).
You have also identified barriers to potential progress and grouped them into broader focus areas.
Now it is necessary to think more specifically about exactly which of these areas for development 
your staff and setting will focus on, planning realistic time-frames and identifying the resources and 
support that will be needed for the journey.  
Core activity
Time: 30 minutes
Resources: paper, pens, counters, groups of sticky notes from road-blocks activity above
As a setting and as individuals you will each have a limited amount of resources: time, funding, energy, 
motivation, capacity, and ideas. Ask each staff member to take up to five counters. These counters 
represent units of resource and by choosing how many counters to take, each staff member is 
choosing how much commitment they are willing to put into the journey towards Every Child a Talker. 
Each staff member must take at least one counter.
Lay out the sheets of paper containing the sticky notes grouped into focus areas. Ask each staff 
member to distribute their counters according to which of these areas are most important and, in 
their opinion, should be focused upon or prioritised by your setting. Counters can be distributed 
however each staff member wishes (e.g. all counters can be placed on one sheet). All counters must 
be used up.
Which focus areas have the most counters? Does this reflect the majority opinion about which focus 
area for development should be prioritised? Some discussion and negotiation may be necessary. 
Follow-up and action planning 
It is now necessary to make a specific plan about how improvements and changes can be made.  
Any improvements should enhance the development of speech, language and communication across 
all aspects of the EYFS: the children, the adult–child relationships, the environment and the learning 
and development that takes place. 
Using the strengths, needs, areas for development and priorities identified by the whole staff team, 
as the Early Language lead practitioner (ELLP) you will now work together with your Early Language 
consultant to write an action plan specifically for your setting. The action plan should be specific, 
outlining exactly what needs to be done, by whom and by when, and what resources you will need. 
Here is an example of what an action plan might look like.
22 The National Strategies | Early Years  
Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners




































































































23The National Strategies | Early Years 
Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners
© Crown copyright 2008 00854-2008DOM-EN
Stage 1 of the audit: Language provision in  
your setting
This is the second tool for auditing the language provision in your setting. You only need to carry 
out one audit. Choose the one which seems to most suit your needs. If you are also part of the 
Communication, Language and Literacy (CLLD) programme, you may have already completed an 
audit. If so, you may choose to continue to use it as your starting point for development. 





Each section has a set of questions or prompts about practitioners’ awareness, knowledge and skills 
and the provision in the setting which supports children’s speech, language and communication 
development. There are also links to the EYFS Principles into Practice cards, the Speech, Language 
and Communication Framework (SLCF) and suggestions of where to access training and learning 
opportunities to help you and your team to develop essential skills for developing high quality early 
language provision.
You will need to work through the questions together as a staff group, with the help of your Early 
Language consultant. You should think carefully about what the provision in your setting is like 
currently, and note down whether it is successful and what else you could do to improve. That is the 
first stage of the process. Once you have completed the audit you will need to use the next section, 
‘Identifying priorities’, to decide the most important steps to take for your setting.
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Stage 2 of the audit: Identifying priorities and 
training needs
Auditing each setting’s provision for language support is the first stage of the process of improvement 
with the aim of developing children’s speech, language and communication skills more effectively.  
The next stage is to identify and plan areas for development. However, once you have started out on 
the audit, the whole process becomes ongoing as this diagram shows:
Each of these areas is covered in more detail on the pages that follow.
Audit of language provision
You will now have completed the audit tool in the previous section which has given you a structure 
for evaluating the skills and knowledge of staff within your setting and which recognises good 
language practices. The ‘Features of communication-friendly settings’ section of this guidance adds 
further information on how to use the environment and resources to support communication and 
language development.
It is important to carry out a review of the audit and priorities regularly – for example, once a year –  
to make sure that you are considering all aspects of your setting in relation to speech, language and 
communication development and support. 
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Identify areas that would benefit from improvement 
The audit will have highlighted areas which currently support communication development in your 
setting. It also provides information on different aspects that are not yet in place. These areas for 
development can be grouped together to identify key targets for improvement.
Prioritise improvements
You will probably have identified a number of areas in your setting that could benefit from 
improvement. However, some of these may be more important than others and may be relatively 
easy to address. Some of them may be appropriate to implement immediately, requiring little change. 
Others may require more detailed planning, including further training for practitioners.  
It will be important to discuss the priorities with your Early Language consultant or other local 
professionals as they will be able to point you in the direction of useful support or training.
The mechanism of improvement
When considering your priorities it is important to think about how improvements can be planned for 
and managed. Each selected improvement may be supported through one or more of the following:
staff team meeting discussions;•	
practitioner research, e.g. a practitioner may visit a known local centre of excellence;•	
outside support and advice, e.g. Early Language consultant;•	
training of individuals or whole staff;•	
purchasing or renewing materials;•	
reorganisation of staff, routines or environment.•	
If you decide that further training is required, the Early Language consultant can provide guidance in 
accessing training. It may be something specific that the consultant can carry out for you, or it may be 
more appropriate to go on a local course or to access national training. Local training courses may be 
available through the LA or through the local speech and language therapy department. 
If all members of staff need the same training, it is worth planning carefully so that all members can 
train together. This has the added benefit of making sure that all staff get the same message on the 
same day. This will greatly assist your setting in planning and making any changes.
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If all the staff in your setting have completed the Speech, Language and Communication Framework 
(SLCF), you will be able to cross-reference their training needs with the needs of the setting as a whole. 
The SLCF can also signpost you to relevant training. It is important to remember that successful 
training goes beyond merely attending courses. The lead practitioner in a setting can help to ensure 
that the training becomes embedded into practice. Courses may suggest activities that can be carried 
out in the setting which will help practitioners think about their developing skills.  
Organisations such as I CAN, Elklan and Hanen also offer national courses that might be available 
locally or further afield.
Make improvements
By this stage in the process, you will have prioritised your setting’s development needs and decided 
how you will achieve them. An action plan, or improvement development plan, will help ensure that 
you have thought about how improvements will be made in each of your prioritised areas.  
The table below is an example of a format for an action/development plan that you can use when 
thinking about improvements. An example is shown in the first line. It will be necessary to think 
sensitively around the timescale for making improvements, so that other planned changes or 
pressures in your setting are taken into consideration.
This improvement cycle is continuous and settings with good practice will want to reconsider their 
audit on a regular basis to take into account changes and progress within the setting.
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Features of a communication-friendly setting
A communication-friendly setting is about the whole learning environment. It is not just about 
the building you are in or the types of resources and materials that you provide for the children. 
Communication-friendly settings:
can be made with very few resources;•	
do not require spacious, purpose-built accommodation;•	
are about the ways in which the adults listen to and talk with, interact and play with the children;•	
involve planning and providing opportunities that interest and excite the children and make them •	
want to talk;
feature responding to children’s attempts to communicate to help them develop their speech and •	
language skills.
You will find guidance on how best to communicate with children in the ‘Top tips’ section of this 
guidance and it will also be helpful to refer to the ‘Making the most of everyday activities’ section as well.  
Using the four themes of the EYFS, think about the following statements which illustrate good 
practice in a communication-friendly setting.
A Unique Child
EYFS Principle: Every child is a competent learner from birth who can be resilient, capable, confident and 
self-assured. There is much we can do to support this by developing a communication-friendly setting. 
The practitioner is an equal part of the environment and the practitioner’s actions can enhance the 
environment for the child. To make your setting communication-friendly, you should make sure  
that everyone: 
responds positively and values all attempts at communication which may include non-verbal •	
communication such as simple gestures, body language or signing as well as spoken language;
supports children’s communication needs, both in group situations and one-to-one, using •	
appropriate levels of language for all children depending on their age and stage of development. 
The examples below show how the practitioner extends language and prepares the child for the 
next stage. The length of the child’s utterance indicates the child’s developmental level.
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Child’s spoken language Adult’s response How does this response help?
Milk 
(Child empties beaker)
Milk gone Reinforces correct use of milk 
and gives example of two-word 
sentence showing next stage of 
development
I’ve made a tunnel Yes, you’ve made a long  
dark tunnel
Extends child’s language, 
modelling more challenging 
vocabulary
No verbal communication but 
baby smiles when he sees dinner
Dinner! (Practitioner says ‘dinner’ 
several times as isolated word)
Gives child naming vocabulary 
and models next stage of 
language development
I need to make my track work I wonder what shape you need 
it to be?
Models use of more advanced 
vocabulary and challenges 
child’s thinking
Positive Relationships
EYFS Principle: Children learn to be strong and independent from a base of loving and secure relationships 
with parents and/or a key person.
You and your staff in the team are the main resource in a communication-friendly setting.  
Adults’ interactions with both peers and children provide opportunities for learning and using 
language. Good relationships with parents will lead to exchange of knowledge about the child’s 
communication skills. 
Building positive relationships in a communication-friendly setting means that everyone: 
encourages children to talk about their own interests at appropriate times. By acknowledging •	
all efforts at communication it shows that the child is valued. This will help build a positive 
relationship and support the child’s independence and self-confidence;
who works with babies uses their knowledge of the baby and sensitive observation to interpret •	
the baby’s wants, needs and feelings and reflect these back in simple language (‘you’re happy/
sad/ angry/tired’; ‘you think that’s funny’; ‘you don’t like it; you want the…’);
uses time spent on physical care with babies and very young children (such as nappy changing •	
and washing hands) as an opportunity to interact with them and form a positive relationship;
talks to young children and babies before carrying out physical care tasks, e.g. ‘I’m going to help •	
you put on some clean clothes’;
supports children in both free play and group times encouraging them to speak. This may mean •	
playing silently alongside a child initially without asking questions or giving instructions and 
being very sensitive to shy or unsettled children;
makes some one-to-one time for children to talk to an adult so that their turn does not necessarily •	
take place in front of others;
uses positive language and behaviour with, and in front of, children;•	
lets children know of changes to the day’s routine. This will help children to understand what •	
will be happening and what the expectations of them will be (a visual timetable can be useful to 
support this);
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encourages children to share books with each other;•	
ensures that children have the opportunity to speak in their own language if English is not their •	
first language. It is important that children develop their first language securely, as this will help 
them move on to learn English;
supports children’s language development by ensuring the child’s attention is gained before •	
giving instructions. By using the child’s name first, the child is more likely to realise that he or she 
is being spoken to. Very young children are not able to attend to what they are doing and listen 
to language at the same time, so it is important they can give their full attention when someone 
is talking to them. Around the age of four most children will be able to attend to simple activities 
while listening;
is responsive to those children who have speech or language immaturities or who find it difficult •	
to use the correct speech sounds in words. To support the development of the child’s speech, the 
skilled practitioner will model the correct pronunciation of the word. This means that if a child 
says, ‘It’s a dod’, the adult – rather than drawing attention to the immaturity – will say, ‘That’s 
right, it’s a dog’. This is also true for children who are beginning to experiment with grammar. For 
example, it is common for four-year-olds to apply rules of grammar across all verbs and add an -ed 
ending such as ‘I ranned’. The skilled practitioner will positively model the correct way, ‘You ran 
very fast’, but will not ask the child to repeat the correct sentence.
thinks carefully before asking questions. Questions can be used to extend the child’s thinking and •	
learning, or simply to test. Testing young children by asking questions to which the practitioner 
already knows the answer does not help support language development. Questions that are 
merely testing, e.g. ‘What colour is it?’ or that invite simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers can interrupt the 
flow of communication and stilt natural conversation. Children respond better to comments on 
their activity, e.g. ‘You have made a very tall tower’. The commenting approach encourages the 
child to talk and keeps the child’s attention on the task;
gives plenty of time for children to respond. The child needs to process the adult’s language, think •	
about what they would like to say and then formulate the words. Young children who are just 
learning these skills need longer time. If children aren’t given enough time to respond, the adult’s 
language will dominate the conversation and will discourage the child from talking. Babies should 
also be given time to respond in interactions and their responses may be coos, smiles or other 
facial expressions. It takes very young babies time to organise the muscles in their faces to make 
their responses;
supports and helps children to resolve disputes and problems. As children become more •	
proficient with language they will be more likely to draw on their language skills to settle 
problems rather than use physical force. It can help to acknowledge the problem and help the 
children to find a solution based on their ideas.
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Enabling Environments
EYFS Principle: The environment plays a key role in supporting and extending children’s development  
and learning.
This is particularly true in the area of communication. When planning your environment it is important 
to consider your observations of the child’s communication needs. A communication-friendly setting:
has displays that children want to talk about. Even if the setting is in a village hall where you have •	
to pack away every day, objects, photos and paintings can be displayed on tables. If the children 
have the opportunity to help with a display they are more likely to talk about it;
keeps toys and resources at child height so that children can reach them;•	
keeps toys and resources in boxes that are labelled with pictures or symbols;•	
has a well-planned environment where it is clear to the child what happens there, e.g. there is a •	
painting area with a sink close by. Even in a village hall situation it is possible to define areas using 
play-mats and moveable furniture. Children will feel more confident and secure, and are therefore 
more likely to talk, if the environment makes sense to them. It may be necessary to put the same 
activity out several times before a shy or reluctant child has the confidence to take part and talk 
about it;
has some quiet areas where children can talk to each other and form relationships. Often children •	
feel more secure in small, well-defined areas. This might be the book corner or even a temporary 
den built with the help of the children;
has quiet, comfortable areas where practitioners can devote time to bonding with and being •	
close to young babies;
has some areas that do not have much on display on the wall so that the children can concentrate •	
on the adult talking to them, rather than having their attention taken with what they are looking 
at on the wall;
has quiet areas for storytelling and reading. Soft cushions and furnishings will help give the •	
message that this is a comfortable area for sitting and sharing stories;
ensures that there is no continuous background noise such as a radio/music. Children who are in •	
the early stage of language development need to learn how to tell the difference between the 
sounds that make up language and other sounds around them. Even as adults we can find the 
noise from a TV distracting when we are trying to talk. For young children who are still developing 
their attention skills it is even more difficult to cut out these extra noises;
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has play equipment in the outside environment as well as the inside environment that •	
encourages shared play. Often children will engage with an activity purely because it is outside. 
A mark-making area outside may encourage children to take part who usually are not attracted 
to the mark-making area inside. When setting up the outside area it is important to think about 
planning opportunities for children to communicate. For example, if trikes and cars can only take 
one child, the play can be enhanced by turning a cardboard box and a piece of rope into a petrol 
pump. This will encourage verbal interactions; 
ensures the physical environment reflects the culture and ethnicity of the children. Parents may •	
be happy to bring materials  and objects from home;
has practitioners that are flexible with their plans and responsive to spontaneous events, e.g. •	
supporting children to talk about the snow that they see falling, welcoming and introducing a 
child’s new baby sister.
Learning and Development
EYFS Principle: Children develop and learn in different ways at different rates and all areas of Learning and 
Development are important and inter connected.  
This is particularly true of communication which is essential to the development of learning across all 
six areas of Learning and development. It is important to remember this when planning for all areas of 
the EYFS. Children’s language development can be supported through both child-initiated play and 
planned experiences.   
When planning for a communication-friendly setting it is important to consider:
making sure resources are stimulating and at the appropriate developmental level for the child. •	
Children are more likely to comment and ask questions when resources are exciting to them;
making opportunities to reread favourite books. Children enjoy becoming familiar with the •	
language and repeating the story long before they can read;
planning to both sing and say rhymes with the children either as a planned group activity or  •	
spontaneously when children choose to;
enhancing stories and songs with props such as objects or puppets and supporting them with •	
actions. All children will enjoy this and those who find the story more difficult to understand will 
be especially supported by your props and actions. It will also help to focus children’s attention 
which is essential for the development of language;
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checking that children have understood instructions. The developmental level of the individual •	
child’s understanding will vary in every group – practitioners may have to simplify their language 
and use gestures or signs to help children struggling to understand;
thinking about the vocabulary that might be appropriate. Plan to introduce new vocabulary by •	
giving the children opportunities to use every one of their senses to investigate, e.g. if you want 
to talk about exotic or unusual  fruits children need the opportunity to see, touch, smell and taste 
them. Make sure there are opportunities for adults to use new words regularly so that they will 
become part of the children’s vocabulary. It is not enough to just name them once, children need 
to hear the new words lots of times and in different situations;
thinking carefully when making plans about how the adult will support the activity or play. It •	
helps when the adult models the activity and talks about it. This will demonstrate the appropriate 
language for the activity as well as giving the children ideas without directing them;
showing children how spoken language and written language are linked. It will be important at •	
times to ask children if they would like a caption/sentence written by their drawings. As you scribe 
what the child says, read it back to them so that you are modelling both the process of reading 
and that of writing. It is important to have mark-making materials in different areas of the setting, 
e.g. by the telephone in the shop, in the pockets of carpenters’ aprons by the saw bench, in 
shopping bags with the dressing-up clothes. If writing is modelled in different situations children 
will attempt to do the same and may talk about their writing.
Careful observation of children in the setting will help you to develop the environment. It is helpful 
to observe and take note of individual children and where, when and with whom they communicate. 
These observations can inform planning to ensure that the setting is communication-friendly for  
all children.  
If you would like to find out more about how to develop a communication-friendly setting you may 
like to look at the following publication: Communication Friendly Spaces, Jarman, E. 
(The Basic Skills Agency www.basic-skills.co.uk) 
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Guidance on supporting children learning English as 
an Additional Language
The National Strategies document Supporting children learning English as an Additional Language: Guidance 
for practitioners in the Early Years Foundation Stage has outlined a number of key principles for practitioners 
supporting children across the EYFS. The following guidance reiterates these key principles, highlighting 
specifically how good practice in supporting the speech, language and communication skills of all children 
can also be used to support the skills of children learning English as an Additional Language (EAL). 
Celebrate bilingualism
Some estimates suggest that as much as two-thirds of the world’s population speak more than one 
language. Speaking more than one language is a positive and beneficial skill and should be celebrated. 
There is no evidence to suggest that learning more than one language will delay the development of 
speech and language skills. In fact, bilingualism can have many positive benefits for children. 
Key principle: Bilingualism is an asset, and the first language has a continuing and significant role 
in identity, learning and the acquisition of additional languages. (Supporting children learning EAL: 
Guidance for practitioners in EYFS – page 4.)
Early Years settings should create a culture that values and celebrates the languages spoken 
by children. In doing so they will not only support the speech, language and communication 
development of children learning English as an Additional Language, but will enrich the experience of 
all children within their setting. 
Some further suggestions for ways of celebrating bilingualism and supporting the speech, language 
and communication development of children learning English as an Additional Language in your 
setting are given below. Practical ideas are given alongside each of the four themes of the EYFS and 
practitioners are encouraged to:
value and support •	 the Unique Child
encourage •	 Positive Relationships between parents, children and staff
create •	 Enabling Environments that support language learning 
appropriately plan •	 Learning and Development opportunities.
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A Unique Child
Key principle: Every child is unique; when you make your observations, it is important to acknowledge 
and value each child’s home language and cultural background.
Like all children, those learning EAL thrive and learn best where practice is excellent; key 
factors include the inclusive attitude and ethos set by leaders and managers and required of all 
practitioners in the setting, an understanding that bilingualism is an asset, genuinely reflective 
practice and an adherence to the belief that every child matters.
(Supporting children learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS - page 8.)
Find out as much information as possible about the child’s language skills in their home language •	
as well as in English.
Talk to children about the fact that they speak more than one language and help them to learn •	
the names of the languages that they speak.
Encourage parents to share a list of common words in their language with the Early Years setting.•	
Make your own ‘language poster’ with the parents’ help and ask them to add the phrases you •	
want to know.
Put up a world map and link every child to a language background, adding a flag and country •	
with a card and photograph made by the parent/s. This can help to demonstrate to the parents 
and the community that different cultural heritages are valued.
Questions and concerns
For many settings, working with children speaking in English as an Additional Language may be a 
new or daunting experience.
When NOT to be concerned:
It’s OK for children to speak their home language while they are in the Early Years setting.•	
Supporting the development of a child’s home language will enhance their ability to learn English. •	
Time spent speaking their home language may also offer children a welcome respite from the 
pressure of speaking English.
Children learning English may mix two languages in one sentence. This is part of the learning •	
process and should decrease over time.
Acknowledge all children’s attempts to communicate. If possible, repeat back what the child has •	
said using all of the correct English words and grammar.  
Children may go through a silent period before they feel confident to use English. This can last up •	
to a couple of months. 
Be aware that this is not a passive phase and the child probably understands much more than •	
he/she can express. Continue to expect the child to respond but try to avoid putting on too much 
pressure – encourage non-verbal responses. 
Children may go through a period of not wanting to use their home language. This may be due •	
to the influence of peers, the dominance of the majority culture or a change in the way that the 
community and family use their home language.
Encourage parents not to give up using their home language. In the Early Years setting, continue to •	
acknowledge and celebrate the child’s home language and culture. 
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Speaking English as an Additional Language does not exclude children from having difficulties with 
speech and language development, but it can be difficult to differentiate between a child who is still 
learning English and a child who is having speech and language difficulties.
When to be concerned:
If children are having difficulties understanding or using language in their home language as well •	
as in English.
If children have been in your setting for more than a term and have not yet begun to use or •	
understand English.
If children have a history of hearing difficulties or middle-ear infections.•	
If children have difficulty interacting non-verbally, e.g. they do not initiate interaction or play and •	
they do not point or make gestures to get their message across.
If you feel that a child is having difficulties that are not related to learning English as an Additional 
Language, speak to your Early Language consultant about what actions you should take. It may be 
that a referral to an outside agency is appropriate. Continue to provide a rich language environment 
for the child and record your observations.
Positive Relationships
Positive relationships with engaged adults are vital for the speech, language and communication 
development of all children. Practitioners can take a role in supporting and encouraging positive 
parent–child relationships, as well as fostering strong relationships themselves between the setting 
and the child’s home. 
Key principle: Secure and trusting relationships with a key person are vital to a child’s development 
in all areas. Bilingual support is a highly desirable resource but it has to be accepted that appropriate 
first-language support may not be available for all children in all settings all the time.
(Supporting children learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS - page 6.)
Encourage and create opportunities for children to interact with peers or adults who speak their •	
home language.
Support children to make relationships with other children from whom they can learn English, e.g. •	
through small-group work.
Build good relationships between staff and parents, using the support of interpreters or language •	
advocates if necessary.
Top tips for practitioners
Use gestures and visual clues to support spoken language.•	
Talk about things in the ‘here and now’, e.g. things that you can see and hear.•	
Use simple language and pronounce words clearly.•	
Repeat words and phrases often.•	
Give children time to respond.•	
Emphasise key words and information.•	
Small-group work can support language and social skills and build confidence.•	
56 The National Strategies | Early Years  
Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners
00854-2008DOM-EN © Crown copyright 2008
Top tips for parents
A good language model: Speak to children in the language that you feel most comfortable with – •	
it is the quality of interaction that is important, it doesn’t matter which language you use.
A rich language experience: Introduce your child to stories, songs, rhymes and poems in your •	
home language and talk to them about things that you see and do.
Clear and consistent: If there is more than one language spoken at home, try to keep to some •	
consistent rules (e.g. Mum speaks French, Dad speaks Yoruba). 
Parents may also benefit from advice given on www.talktoyourbaby.org.uk , www.talkingpoint.org.uk , 
and local bilingual support groups.
Enabling Environments
Creating an optimum environment for children to support the language development of children 
learning English as an Additional Language is not that different from creating a positive language 
learning environment for all children. But making small adaptations to the physical resources within 
your setting as well as to the ways that staff speak and interact with children can be helpful.
Key principle: The physical environment should also include play and learning resources that 
positively reflect the children’s cultural and linguistic identity and experiences; for example 
books, posters, labels, role-play equipment including community language newspapers and food 
packets, displaying a variety of scripts to support language awareness. 
(Supporting children learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS - page 13.)
Include resources and toys which reflect a variety of heritages in your setting.•	
Include dual-language books in your setting demonstrating a variety of letters and scripts.•	
Ensure books reflect positive images of a range of people in everyday situations.•	
Ensure good opportunities for outdoor play as required by the statutory EYFS; children  •	
learning English as an Additional Language are often less inhibited in their language use when 
playing outside.
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Learning and Development
A good Early Years setting is a place where children’s skills are observed and children’s play, active 
learning and creativity are developed across all six areas of Learning and Development. This is also 
the ideal place where the language skills of children learning English as an Additional Language can 
flourish. 
Key principle: All areas of Learning and Development are interrelated and interdependent, and 
offer rich opportunities for developing children’s use of language. Activities in your setting which 
you plan specifically to support all children’s language and communication skills should need little 
adapting for children learning EAL. Enhancing activities inevitably benefits all children in the setting.
(Supporting children learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS – page 16.)
Ensure that children are given rich first-hand experiences so that they can develop language and •	
build vocabulary in context.
Use daily routines as regular opportunities for learning and development.•	
Plan games, music and stories which strengthen and value children’s home language and help •	
them to develop English. (More information and specific ideas are available in Supporting children 
learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS, pages 16–20.)
Encourage parents and practitioners who speak languages other than English to enrich the •	
learning and development in your setting by sharing songs and stories in home languages. 
They can, where appropriate, share other aspects of their cultural heritages such as dress and 
food, taking care that activities develop within a natural context and are not tokenistic.
Key principle: Give children space and time; your patience and support, thoughtful provision, and 
acknowledgement of their skills in their home language will give them the confidence to achieve 
in English. Children are natural linguists. With your support children learning EAL will have the best 
foundation for becoming truly bilingual, with all the intellectual and social benefits this confers.
(Supporting children learning EAL: Guidance for practitioners in EYFS – page 18.)
 
58 The National Strategies | Early Years  
Every Child a Talker: Guidance for Early Language Lead Practitioners
00854-2008DOM-EN © Crown copyright 2008
Making the most of everyday activities: Ways 
in which Early Years practitioners can support 
and develop children’s speech, language and 
communication 
The pages that follow provide a few examples of activities which typically occur every day in 
Early Years settings and describe ways in which they can be used to promote children’s language 
development. The activities are grouped according to children’s age and stage of development; these 
broadly match both those in the EYFS and the descriptors for child language development in the 
ECAT monitoring tool. The activities are described using the four themes of the EYFS and they can be 
adapted to suit different ages. Each page outlines the ways in which practitioners can use the activity 
to support children’s language development at an appropriate level by recognising the Unique Child, 
building Positive Relationships, creating Enabling Environments and supporting the child’s Learning 
and Development.  
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Effective practice in securing parental engagement
family
Children are communicators from birth 
and the development of their speech, 
language and communication skills does 
not only happen in their Early Years 
setting. As this diagram illustrates, there 
are many other key people and places that 
make up the child’s ‘language learning 
environment’. If every child is to become 
an effective, all-round communicator, it is 
important to recognise the invaluable 
contribution of all those people and places 
that are important in a child’s life.
As the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) 
states: ‘Parents are children’s first and 
most enduring educators’ (EYFS Principles 
into Practice Card 2.2). The EYFS statutory guidance places an expectation on Early Years providers to 
‘maintain a regular two-way flow of information with parents’. This is because supporting parents to 
engage with, and be committed to, their child’s speech, language and communication development 
enriches the whole language learning environment of children and is an essential part of the journey 
towards Every Child a Talker. 
Further information and ideas about the importance of involving parents can be found in these 
websites and documents.
Every Parent Matters•	  sets out government priorities and initiatives in the area of parental 
involvement.
The •	 EYFS section 2.2 ‘Parents as Partners’ includes examples of good practice and links to 
further reading and research evidence.
Visit the National Strategies website at •	 www.nationalstrategiescpd.org.uk/course/ 
view.php?id=111 to view a collection of case studies from local authorities who took part in 
the Parents as Partners in Early Learning project. These illustrate some successful ways in 
which settings have engaged parents in their children’s learning. 
www.talktoyourbaby.org.uk•	  provides interesting information and resources for parents.
www.parentscentre.gov.uk•	  is the official DCSF website for parents.
www.fatherhoodinstitute.org•	  includes lots of information and research about involving 
fathers.
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Barriers to parental engagement
The majority of parents want the best for their children but there may be a number 
of reasons why parents may not be fully engaged in supporting their child’s 
speech, language and communication development and why the Early Years 
setting is not reaching the parents of all the children who attend. 
Reflective activity: Barriers to parental engagement will be individual to each parent and each 
setting. Spend some time as a staff group thinking about the possible reasons why parents that 
you work with may not be fully engaged. 
Here are a few questions to get you started:
Is it because parents are working full time and cannot visit the setting during the working day? Is it 
because they are unaware of the importance of communication as a foundation skill and how and 
when it develops? Do they underestimate the important role that they can play or devalue their own 
role in comparison to the role of ‘professionals’?
For many settings, involving 
parents means implementing 
a ‘diary’ which is shared 
between home and setting 
and records important events 
or organising an annual coffee morning. Although 
these activities are useful as starting points, they 
only go part of the way towards fully valuing the 
contribution that parents make to the education 
and development of their children. They are often 
like a one-way street from setting to home. This diagram shows the steps towards fully engaging 
parents as partners in their child’s learning. Each of these three steps are useful and important, 
and reaching one or all of the steps in your setting would lead to increased and improved parental 
engagement.
Step one: informed and enthused: Just as Early Years practitioners need to be inspired and enthused 
about reaching the goal of Every Child a Talker, parents also need to be encouraged to understand 
the value and importance of supporting and developing their child’s communication skills. Raising 
awareness and sharing enthusiasm, as well as informing parents about activities and achievements 
within the setting and sharing knowledge and ideas, is a simple way to begin engaging parents. 
Step two: consulted and valued: Parents know their children best and possess a wealth of 
knowledge about their children’s communication skills, as well as opinions about what and how a 
setting can best provide for their child. Providing opportunities for parents to share this knowledge in 
ways that value their opinion will further increase engagement.   
Step three: engaged partners: Parents who are fully empowered and engaged not only consult and 
comment on what is best for their child, but are confident, proactive partners alongside practitioners, 
supporting their child to develop speech, language and communication skills at home, in the Early 
Years setting and elsewhere.  
Valued
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Reflective activity: With your colleagues, think about the activities to promote parent 
engagement that your setting is already doing. Write them on sticky notes. Draw out the steps 
diagram above and stick each activity on the appropriate step. Do these activities inform and 
enthuse, consult and value or fully engage parents as partners? Use what you have written to 
stimulate discussion and plan for the future.
Securing parental engagement across the EYFS
Engaging parents as partners across the EYFS involves valuing each Unique Child and their family, 
fostering Positive Relationships between parents and children as well as between the setting and 
home, supporting the creation of Enabling Environments and ensuring that active and creative 
Learning and Development takes place throughout the child’s language learning environment. 
Here are some more practical ideas about how to engage parents as partners in supporting the 
development of children’s speech, language and communication skills.
Step one: informed and enthused
Use events such as coffee mornings, social evenings and open days as a starting point to share with 
parents the importance of communication. Make displays and send home leaflets, booklets, posters 
and other available promotional material such as DVDs or fridge magnets. Discuss and share ideas with 
parents about what children are capable of and the importance of communication as a basic skill for life.
A Unique Child: inform parents about what communication skills should be broadly expected of their 
child at each age and stage. Celebrate each child’s achievements in language development, making 
books together of ‘Baby’s First Words’ which encourages parents to remember and celebrate their 
child’s first words and the story behind this.
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Positive Relationships: share with parents some ideas about what they can do to support children’s 
language development. Share parent–child interaction tips and consider having a ‘Tip of the week’ 
system. Access nationally available resources such as the I CAN Chatter Matters DVD (www.ican.org.
uk/home/Resources.aspx). Also access locally available resources from your local speech language 
therapy (SLT) service, Early Years advisers or your Early Language consultant.
Enabling Environments: Ensure that your setting is a welcoming place for parents so that they 
feel positive about getting involved (for further ideas see the website www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/
parentalinvolvement/). Inform parents about the features of a good language learning environment 
by letting them know what improvements you are making and why.
Learning and Development: Make sure that you communicate with parents about the topics or 
themes you are working on. Make a list of the relevant vocabulary, songs, rhymes and stories and 
share them with parents. Libraries can play a key role in supporting parents with storytelling and 
rhyme time sessions. Contact your local library to find out when the sessions are available and 
advertise these in your setting. Visit www.bookstart.org.uk to get more information about the free 
book offers available to children.
  
Step two: consulted and valued
Truly valuing the knowledge that parents have about their child’s communication and effectively 
consulting with parents will involve finding ways to record progress at home and in the setting that 
are accessible to all. This may be in the form of a diary or it may involve email contact for working 
parents or regular opportunities for one-to-one chats (with an interpreter if necessary). It may also 
include sharing photos or video clips between home and school and organising focus groups or 
opportunities for feedback in other ways.
A Unique Child: Allow parents to share their knowledge about how their child communicates by 
contributing to a ‘communication profile’. This can include staff observations as well as photos and 
contributions from parents, e.g. ‘words my child knows’, or ‘what helps my child to understand?’ This 
is especially important for children speaking English as an Additional Language or having difficulties 
communicating. Use the ECAT monitoring tool to summarise the information and to provide an 
overview of the child’s progress.
Positive Relationships: Find out what parents are already doing with their children at home to 
support communication and make a display or leaflet which celebrates these existing skills and allows 
parents to share good ideas with each other.
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Enabling Environments: Ask parents’ advice about new resources (toys, books, furniture) you 
purchase for your setting. This will help you to choose resources that are culturally appropriate and 
popular with parents and children, and will help parents to feel ownership of the setting.
Learning and Development: Ask parents to comment on the play and learning opportunities 
provided in your setting. What things do their children enjoy? Ask them for suggestions of what they 
would like to see more and of what they would like to see less.
Step three: engaged partners
Parents who are fully engaged in their child’s communication development will be thoughtful observers 
of their child and will be confident to share these observations with the setting. They will engage 
regularly in conversations and interactions with their child that support their language development. 
They will also view themselves as active partners in their child’s learning and development and will 
contribute to creative and active learning at home and, where possible, in the setting.
A Unique Child: Involve parents in writing up records and planning for each child. Where possible, try 
to meet with parents often. Encourage an ‘open door’ policy among staff so that parents can request 
a meeting or drop in at any time.
Positive Relationships: Parents who are confident supporters of their child’s communication will 
be willing to reflect on their own skills, share skills and ideas with others and continue to learn more. 
Encourage parents to take part in training that is already available and also to organise and request 
training for themselves.
Enabling Environments: Enable parents to access resources that can enrich the home environment 
such as toy libraries or swap shops. Support parents to plan and organise trips to local places like the 
library or further afield.  
Learning and Development: Utilise the skills and knowledge of parents within the setting by asking 
parents to come along and lead a singing time or other activity. Some parents will find it difficult 
to attend the setting during the day so also encourage an evening or weekend session. Provide 
resources and suggestions of books, songs, games and activities that supplement their child’s learning 
and development at home, e.g. following a simple recipe together.
By engaging parents as real partners in the development of their child’s language and communication, 
you will be well on the way to ensuring that you reach the destination of Every Child a Talker.
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Resources 
For the Early Years Foundation Stage materials visit 
www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/eyfs
Details of the Speech, Language and Communication Framework can be found at 
www.communicationhelppoint.org.uk
Communication, Language and Literacy Development: resources and information are available at 
www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/clld
Research into Effective Provision of Pre-School Education can be found at 
www.surestart.gov.uk/research/keyresearch/eppe/
Communication Friendly Toolkit: Improving Speaking and Listening Skills in the Early Years Foundation 
Stage (ISBN 1 85990 428 9) is available as a DVD and workbook from the Basic Skills Agency 
(www.basic-skills.co.uk) 
Visit www.bookstart.org.uk to get more information about the free book offers available to children.
The I CAN Talking Point website provides lots of useful information for parents and practitioners at 
www.talkingpoint.org.uk
Community Playthings provide guidance and information about room layout, furniture and design of 
the Early Years environment. (www.communityplaythings.com) 
The Fatherhood Institute has developed some useful information and toolkits on how to engage 
fathers. (www.fatherhoodinstitute.org)
Talk to Your Baby (www.literacytrust.org.uk/talktoyourbaby) provides lots of interesting and useful 
ideas for parents.
www.nationalstrategiescpd.org.uk/course/view.php?id=111 provides case studies from local 
authorities who took part in the Parents as Partners in Early Learning project. These illustrate some 
successful ways in which settings have engaged parents in their children’s learning.
www.parentscentre.gov.uk is the official DCSF website for parents.
To support practitioners in developing parental engagement in children’s early learning, PEAL 
training materials and resources have been produced which cover relationships, communication and 
partnership. (www.peal.org.uk)
The Early Years Foundation Stage can be ordered from DCSF Publications, 
tel: 0845 60 222 60 and quote reference: 00012-2007PCK-EN.
Copies of Letters and Sounds Phase One can be ordered from DCSF Publications, 
tel: 0845 60 222 60. Ref: 0013_2008 PCK-EN.
Comprehensive guidance on working with children learning English as an Additional Language can 
be found in Supporting children learning English as an Additional Language: Guidance for practitioners in 
the EYFS. from DCSF Publications, 
tel: 0845 60 222 60. Ref: 00683_2007BKT-EN.
Copies of the Inclusion Development Programme: Supporting children with speech, language and 
communication needs: Guidance for practitioners in the EYFS can be ordered from DCSF Publications, 
tel: 0845 60 222 60. Ref: 00215-2008BKT-EN.
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